Decline in the expression of the serine proteinase inhibitor maspin is associated with tumour progression in ductal carcinomas of the breast.
Maspin is an inhibitor of serine proteinases with tumour suppressor activity. Its expression appears to be reduced in advanced stages of breast cancer. A large series of archival breast tissue specimens has been examined, including normal glands (n=7), fibrocystic change (n=22), ductal carcinoma in situ (DCIS, n=12), infiltrating carcinomas (n=128) and their lymph node metastases (n=65), using a specific monoclonal antibody. Myoepithelium invariably showed strong maspin expression. In epithelial cells, the strongest expression was found in normal breast and fibrocystic change. A significant stepwise decrease in maspin expression (p<0.0001) occurred in the sequence DCIS - invasive cancer - lymph node metastasis. However, a subset of infiltrating carcinomas showed strong maspin expression, significantly associated with a lower rate of lymph node metastasis at the time of diagnosis (p<0.01). This was independent of tumour size and grade. The in vivo observations presented here are in keeping with data obtained in prior in vitro experiments. Maspin emerges as an indicator of tumour progression and metastatic potential, and might be exploited to predict breast cancer prognosis. According to in vitro data, its tumour suppressor activity is likely to involve both the modulation of cell motility/invasiveness and the inhibition of angiogenesis.